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Abstract

My project, Mason & Dixon, traces the footsteps of the original surveyors
of the Mason-Dixon Line and their search for purpose in the borderlands between
Pennsylvania and Maryland. For the past 250 years, the Line has inscribed a
violent and painful scar on the land, filled with memories and (re)written histories.
Holding the legacies of slavery and colonial expansion deep in its soil, the region
is now a visceral example of the ongoing divisions and conflicts around the past,
the present, and the future of the United States. The friction is in the air, it is in the
monuments, and the clearcuts; all part of the invisible cartographies that frame our
identities. I often ask myself how the land can support this unbearable weight.
I photograph along the Mason-Dixon Line because I am looking for
connections between the divides: connections to the people I meet, to the land
I grew up on, and to the history I am a part of. The irony is that the relationships
that bind us are also the stories that divide us; that make a miasma that is perilous
to traverse. But when I cross the dividing Line nothing changes, even though the
signs say it is there. When I cross the Line it becomes mythology and I am left
searching for a constellation on the ground I cannot find.
The Mason-Dixon Line is a line we all draw as we try to manifest an
American identity. Utilizing large format black and white photography, the images
in this project are my ethnographic observations of this continual process, my
contributions to a discussion without answers, and my impressions of a nation
unsure of itself.
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Introduction: Thomas Pynchon and Fabulatory Space and Time

This project was inspired by a book. When I first read Thomas Pynchon’s
1997 novel Mason & Dixon, from which my series of photos takes its title, I was
much younger and I was not able to comprehend everything that was happening
on the page. Written in period accurate 18th century English, it was often difficult
to understand even a single sentence, let alone the plot or themes that Pynchon
reflects on during the course of his novel. A year later, during the early months
of the COVID-19 pandemic, I reread the book and was mesmerized by the ways
Pynchon combined history and fiction, the way a simple journal entry from the
astronomer Charles Mason, “The sidewalks are drawn by the Pencil of Time with
the tears of the Rocks… [it] makes the whole an awful, solemn appearance…”
(Mason 1763-1768) is expanded upon to become an investigation into a land
both paranormal and mythical. At its core, Mason & Dixon is a male buddycomedy between two men— the morose astronomer Charles Mason, and the
personable and rational Quaker surveyor named Jeremiah Dixon. As they spend
time together in the frontiers of the American colonies, Mason and Dixon survey
their eponymous Line, creating a border of possibility. Moving farther West, the
two men forge a trusting and honest bond, an unlikely connection in a fictionalized
world increasingly disconnected from space and time.
I began this project by photographing in the area around the Mason-Dixon
Line, between Pennsylvania and Maryland. I made these images as a way of
visualizing the world of the book, giving faces and features to the places (both
real and imagined) described by Pynchon. Initially, I thought that the novel would
create the framework around which my project would be built.
But, along the way, I discovered that I was not only traveling across a
fictional literary space, but across a powerfully historical Mason-Dixon Line drawn
through the American identity. As I spent time photographing along the Line, I had
the familiar feeling that the land I was experiencing had many layers of division
that I could feel, but not see. From the farm in Boonsboro, Maryland that was
supposedly a sacred Lenape site, to the 158th anniversary reenactment of the
Battle of Gettysburg, the land of the Mason-Dixon Line revealed itself as a type of
border.
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Although physically present as a border between two states,1 the Line is
much more of a metaphorical boundary, dividing past from present, North from
South, known from unknown. I became interested in how this border, ephemeral
though it seemed, was constructed over time through numerous reinterpretations
of the past. What became apparent was that the Mason-Dixon Line, from its
inception as a colonial marker to its current role as a symbol for the ills of
American society, was continuously used as a way to create identity around
dichotomy. In short, the borderland created by the Line was a structured way of
distinguishing the “self” from the “Other.”
Like Pynchon’s novel, my photographs examine the ways such borders are
constructed and used, as well as the complex questions that arise when the past
and the present begin to merge. The resulting body of work is a combination of
my experience along the real Mason-Dixon Line with my attempt to understand
Pynchon’s fictionalized literary landscape.
That borders create distinctions between communities is not a new
phenomenon. But what surprised me during my repeated visits to the MasonDixon Line was the multiplicity of ways the Line was used to create a controlled
“Other.” For example, I saw the Line as the first in a long tradition of colonial
divisions of the American frontier. The Line created the “West” in a sense, rapidly
pushing the borderlands between Indigenous groups and American settlers from
Pennsylvania all the way to the Pacific. I was struck by the tense history of the
Mason-Dixon Line, especially its role in the Civil War dividing the North from the
South, slave owning states from free states. As it stands, the Line reflects the
aftermath of these divisions and represents the fraught relationship between the
past and the present. History, always mutable and subjective in the best of times,
was continuously being rewritten to erase the stories of marginalized, largely
non-white individuals (thus “Othering” them). This was especially clear during my
encounters with Civil War re-enactors, who spent painstaking time and money to
live accurately as 19th-century soldiers, but dismissed, or refused to engage, the
violence underlying their role-playing.
The Mason-Dixon Line, as it stands now, forms parts of the borders between Pennsylvania,
Maryland, Delaware (originally part of Pennsylvania in the 1760s), and West Virginia (then an
unincorporated part of the Virginia colony). In addition to the famous East-West Line, Mason
and Dixon surveyed contiguous borders around New Castle, Delaware and down the Delmarva
Peninsula. A detailed description of the survey can be found in Edwin Danson’s book, Drawing
the Line: How Mason and Dixon Surveyed the Most Famous Border in America.

1

Not all lines are political tools or constructions meant to sow doubt and fear
and division wherever they lead. Lines, especially of the non-linear variety, are the
paths we all follow and create on the land for ourselves. Lines are our history; they
wander and weave and backtrack. They overlap and crisscross and sometimes
even connect (Ingold 2001). These interpersonal crossings played a significant
role in my work along the Mason-Dixon Line. Every time I met a stranger, or
found myself people watching, or summoned the courage to ask a local to make
a portrait of them, I was searching for a connection, personal or ideological or
spiritual, across the borders and divisions I saw on the landscape. I was looking
for some crack in the ephemeral but still impenetrable border of the Mason-Dixon
Line. I thought this would only happen if I gave in to a wandering line, letting my
own instincts guide my picture making.
My methodology for doing fieldwork is critical to how the photographs
were made. This process relies on an informal and fluid relationship to places
and their inhabitants alike. I traded drunk stories at the bar, went to the county
fairs, spent a long weekend driving to see the wild horses on Assoteague Island;
wherever the line, my line, took me. In his book Routes (1997), the anthropologist
James Clifford calls this kind of ethnographic practice “deep hanging out,” an aptly
casual phrase for work that can often appear like no work at all. The concept is
expanded and clarified by fellow anthropologist Clifford Geertz, who writes, “What
we do that others don’t… is to talk to the man in the paddy or the woman in the
bazaar, largely free-form, in a one thing leads to another and everything leads to
everything else manner, in the vernacular and for extended periods of time, all the
while observing, from very close up, how they behave” (Geertz 2000, 93). Deep
hanging out is a methodology defined by presence and engagement combined
with a looseness to follow paths wherever they may lead. It necessitates spending
hours or even days just being in spaces, around others.
Geertz describes how this ethnographic practice works with a notion
of others (not capitalized, without quotation marks) and that such a notion is
indeed the crux of fieldwork. Rather than engage with the same “Otherings”
(capitalized and in quotes) that define the Mason-Dixon Line, Geertz’s reframing
emphasizes the necessity of connection, the necessity of being amongst others,
what anthropology actually does. In my own photographic work, I found Geertz’s
explanation of the ethnographic practice important because it emphasizes process
over result, collaboration instead of conquest, and an acknowledgment that the
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best stories often happen between the margins.
Deep hanging out engages the fundamental question, and, personally,
the fundamental appeal of photography as it allows me to search for personal
truth amidst universal ambiguity. It informs the relatively recent formation of a
genre of photography that has been described as “lyrical documentary.” But the
name “lyrical documentary” is a wholly problematic term and by breaking it down
into its constituent parts, we may be able to see the dichotomy more clearly. In
the “documentary” half, photography gives its declarative truth, to be unraveled
later, that what is seen in the frame is what was there in the world. This is the
positivist view of the photographic image, one that has been criticized and refuted
to no end, but still holds some kernel of mechanical and physical truth. The
documentary photograph claims objectivity, the cold and unrelenting truth that is
present in the image, a mass of light ladled onto plastic.
Contrarily, the “lyrical” component suggests an experience, a what and
a where and a how and a who and, most especially, a why. While invoking the
language and grammar of the written story, this is not to say that narrative is the
primary outcome of the lyrical approach. Photographer Paul Graham, curator of
the 2021 lyrical documentary exhibition But Still, It Turns, believes that the lyrical
documentary works through constellations:
It is this liberation, this emancipation, that these artists have, consciously
or not, reacted to and embraced: each artist here works with scattered
places and lives, earthly facts and chance collisions, history and its shadow,
to form or echo some kind of interconnectedness. They refuse to yield to
life’s randomness, but struggle to give shape to the world, to straighten the
disarray, to reveal the fine web that binds us to each other, to this time, to
existence (Graham 2021, 11).

Instead of narrative, the lyrical can be thought of as a confusing, messy, and
sometimes unreciprocated desire for a relationship with the world. Subjectivity,
specifically the photographer’s, is created and formed through experiencing and
interpreting the world. In contrast to the passive observation of the documentary,
the lyrical supposes an active engagement with the photographer’s surroundings,
a form of looking that attempts to establish order while accepting the random
chaos. All of this is predicated on an acknowledgment that the lyrical is not truth,
that it is not explanation, but rather a complication of what is seen. An image of

a group of trees by Kristine Potter takes on emotional and narrative resonance
beyond what may exist in the frame (Plate 1). A deer photographed by Vanessa
Winship along the side of the road becomes a personal icon of freedom (Plate
2). What matters, then, are the relationships established through photography:
between the photographer and the subject, the viewer and the image, images
between each other, and how all these relationships can create identities and
divisions. As Ariella Azoulay writes, “Every photograph of others bears the traces
of the meeting between the photographed persons and the photographer, neither
of whom can, on their own, determine how this meeting will be inscribed in the
resulting image” (2008, 11). Connections lead to constellations, undefined and
shifting as they may be.

This thesis is thus very much the result of my fieldwork practice. The
photographs are documents of my own time spent along the Mason-Dixon Line;
they will inevitably be different from images made by others. But they also capture
something more fundamental: truths about America I could not help but see along
my way. What I hope makes these pictures and these words relatable is their
sense of possibility and opportunity. The Line is a very real, very regularly defined
space, although it is no longer a bordered landscape in the way the US-Mexico
border is. But it is still, in some ways, full of the magic, myth, and ambiguity I
associate with a borderland, maybe a fictionalized one, that existed at some point
in the past.
I want to end this introduction by returning to Pynchon. While I was
photographing, researching, hanging out deeply, and wandering about, I never
forgot the origins of this project in his novel. Mason & Dixon holds all of the
themes I have just discussed, built into a partially fictionalized landscape. This
literary world in my head and the real one beneath my feet overlapped at certain
points, and I did not know which I was photographing. This tension between fiction
and reality became especially apparent in spaces charged by both real events and
Pynchon’s descriptions, spaces such as the Delaware Wedge.
Borne of human error and geographic impossibility, the Wedge is a one
square mile piece of land that was left out of the Mason-Dixon survey. Sitting
between Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Delaware, it was not granted to any of the
three states. The area remained contested until 1921, when it was finally granted
to Delaware. In Pynchon’s eyes, the Wedge, having juked the establishment of
order all around it, becomes a space where entropic chaos, coupled with magic
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and myth, is allowed to continue its ways. Pynchon, through the words of one of
his characters, Mr. Barnes, offers the ambiguity of the Wedge as the cause for this
chaos. He writes:
“Has anyone consider’d where we are?” All know what he means, “where just
at the Tangent Point, strange lights appear at Night, figures not quite human
emerge from and disappear into it, and in the Daytime, Farm animals who
stray too close, vanish and do not re-emerge,— and why should anyone find
it strange, that one Man has swallow’d the Watch of another?” Some style
this place “the Delaware Triangle,” but Surveyors know it as “The Wedge”
(Pynchon 1997, 323).

When I visited the Wedge last winter, I experienced a small piece of this
magic, though much of it had been stripped away by private ownership and
comprehensive surveys. To get to the tri-state point, where Delaware, Maryland,
and Pennsylvania all meet, I had to walk through a few miles of wooded trail. It
was cold and there were still bits of snow on the ground and I could hear the far
off echoes of a conversation back up the trail behind me. There were bridges over
every dip in the ground, though some were just small erosions in the soil. The
point itself is a small stone obelisk. I tried to climb it but could not balance myself
at its top. For a brief moment, I was standing in three states at once, even though
I only had two feet. I struggled to make pictures of this experience. The magic
seemed to be in the direct relationship between myself and the ground previously
un-surveyed. Once I put my eye up to the viewfinder, all of the magic went away.
Somehow the view through the ground glass, usually more beautiful than reality,
failed to capture those feelings just outside the frame. My connection to this place
could not be effectively mediated. As the sun went down behind me, I walked my
shadow back to the car with the feeling that this square mile had so much more
that I had not experienced.
More than a year later, I returned to the Wedge. I did not set my sights on
finding the tri-state point again, feeling that it would be still be there, a quiet stone
with stories too big to tell. Instead, I pulled into a decrepit garden center attached
to an old crumbling house. It was still chilly, a late March afternoon where the wind
blows and the grey sky makes it hard to feel like Spring is coming. The first two
greenhouses I went into, torn open and exposed to the air, contained only dead
plants and detritus. But I heard a radio, softly speaking in the back of the last

greenhouse, and I followed it. There I met Enola, a very kind woman in her 80s
(Plate 3). She ran the nursery herself after her husband and son died. I ended up
spending the whole afternoon with her, in the small remaining nursery, listening to
the story of her life. The next morning, I returned to pay for the flowers I had taken.
By coming back to the Wedge, I had met Enola, who seemed to be one of
the characters straight out of Pynchon’s novel. Yet she was profoundly real, and
the connection we made over an afternoon is a moment I will always remember.
Just like the first time I read Mason & Dixon, I did not understand the Wedge the
first time I visited, I did not know what I was looking for. But later, after patience
and time and growth and wandering, I returned with a different eye, and found a
different land.
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The Language of the Border: Some Definitions

This thesis is rooted in the language of the border, the borderland, and
the frontier. The border and the frontier have intertwined but separate histories
of usage. I consider both the border and frontier as a subset of boundary or
borderland. As Bradley Parker (2006) shows (Plate 4), such boundaries range
from the fluid and open “frontier” to the closed and oppressive “border.” A brief
history of these terms is important to understanding the historical underpinnings
that shaped their usage.
The popularization of the “frontier” as an object of study came at the end
of the 19th century with the work of Frederick Jackson Turner, particularly his
1893 lecture at the Columbian World’s Fair, “The Significance of the Frontier
in American History.” Turner writes, “The existence of an area of free land, its
continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, explains
American development” (Turner 2014: 3). Turner lays out a notion of frontier that
places the core “civilization” in contrast and opposition to the peripheral “savage”
emptiness ripe for the taking. His vision of the American frontier is a landscape
cleansed of anything standing in the way of settler expansionism.
Over the course of the 20th and 21st centuries, scholars in the field of
border/frontier studies have expanded, complicated, and refuted the Turnerian
notion of the frontier as a vast unknown beyond the periphery (Parker and
Rodseth 2005). My own thinking about the frontier utilizes Bradley Parker (2006)
as well as Howard Thompson and Leonard Lamar’s (1981) work on defining the
frontier. As Thompson and Lamar state, “We regard a frontier not as a boundary or
a line, but as a territory or zone of interpenetration between two previously distinct
societies” (1981, 7). By opening the notion of the frontier to include a bi-directional
exchange of people, goods, and information, the boundary space becomes a site
where cultural meaning and identities are negotiated. It is a space that is subject
to external forces acting on it from multiple directions; forces the collective body
must sort out amongst themselves and others. The frontier is a soft, porous
division that can be crossed on an individual basis. This mutability along the
frontier— its opportunities and possibilities—stands in stark contrast to its more
restrictive sibling boundary, the border.
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The border, in its harshness, shapes much of our current understandings
regarding division and separation. Building off of the Structuralist work of Claude
Levi-Strauss (1963), the border creates clear distinctions of “us” and “them,”
making it a powerful tool when attempting to create a defined “Other.” Borders
are heavily policed, and this forced separation between two groups can be
regarded as an act of violence. The critic Harsha Walia reads the formation of
borders as distinctly oppressive; she writes, “Borders are an Ordering regime, both
assembling and assembled through racial-capitalist accumulation and colonial
relations” (2021, 2). No doubt, then, the creation of a border can cause massive
social upheaval wherever it is drawn. The continual process of re-inscription of
the border through enforcement creates a groove in the landscape that is growing
ever deeper, even as the position of the border itself might change.

One of the more important developments in frontier studies is making
expansion, conflict, and interpretation a bi-directional endeavor, acknowledging
that individuals, cultures, and governing entities exist on both sides of this
undefined middle space. Negotiation is critical to the concept of the frontier I will
deploy, as it suggests room for redefinition, a process very clearly at play along the
Mason-Dixon Line. Negotiation along the frontier is done on a small scale between
individuals and groups, quickly spreading from the periphery to the core or nonfrontier zones. The frontier then is a place where groups of people can mingle,
interact, and change who they are and what they oppose.
Over the course of its history, the Mason-Dixon Line has taken on
characteristics of both frontier and border, often simultaneously. It marks a strict
division between states and, at one point, nations. Despite this, it also exists as
an immaterial and imaginary frontier, a symbolic boundary between peoples and
their conflicting ideologies. For my purposes, the Mason-Dixon Line embodies
the placeless-ness and universality that the frontier has come to represent in the
American consciousness. The frontier is everywhere now, the divisions cannot be
tied to the physical world, the border has become porous.
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Bordering
Act I: Clearing the Way

It was near the end of July, 2021, when I visited Core, West Virginia. There
is not much to visit: a small trailer park and a road that leads to a gas station.
Across the road lay the Mason-Dixon Historical Park: acres of fields, streams,
covered lunch pavilions, and playgrounds. Up the steep hill, Brown’s Hill everyone
called it, the grass turned to shaded woodland.
When I parked at the bottom of the hill, a group of children— possibly from
a camp or school group— were running around on the playground and in the
fields, bringing life and noise to this place which I had been waiting to visit for a full
two years. This was the end of the Line, Brown’s Hill, the third crossing of Dunkard
Creek, there it was. After reading about them, I thought I knew these places as
well as any famous battle site.
Between 1763 and 1768, the astronomer Charles Mason and surveyor
Jeremiah Dixon drew a line across the Earth to clean up a century-long border
dispute between the colonies of Pennsylvania and Maryland. Their Line ran
westward from a point near the city of Philadelphia, stopping after two hundred
and thirty three miles because the survey’s Iroquois guides prevented the duo
from crossing the Catawba War Path, right next to Brown’s Hill. The War Path, a
major trail used by many tribes, ran for more than a thousand miles from North
to South; making an East to West cut through it was considered too egregious a
violation.
More so than other spaces or places of history I visited, this one, at the top
of the hill, felt alive because of its lack of ceremony. The same stone marker the
two men placed to end their survey still stood there, covered over with weeds and
shrubs. For two days, I walked the trails around the hill, crossing back and forth
over the line between Pennsylvania and West Virginia, but I never saw anybody
else on the trail, searching for the end of the survey. The Line still sits on the
land and in the American collective consciousness as a divide and a paradigm
shift. How could one line, initially imaginary but surveyed into physical existence,
become such a powerful American symbol, imaginary again but with very physical
consequences?
I initially tried to explore the Mason-Dixon Line as a landscape
photographer might have, with a large format camera and a desire for sites where
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I could photograph the process and traces of erasure and division. I became
fascinated with inscriptions on the ground—lines and cuts and marks, that, as I
demonstrate below, point to a systemic ordering of the landscape as prescribed
by the Enlightenment. The results were effective, with images such as Raven’s
Rock, West Virginia (Plate 5) focusing on the visible marks made on and by the

landscape. These marks are not monuments, they are scars and traces of a
violence. In Raven’s Rock, West Virginia I am interested in the way lines can point
to past histories of the land. The straight unyielding clearcut is a perfect physical
and metaphorical representation of the Mason-Dixon Line. As the vista runs down
the center of the hillside, it creates a border that divides the image in half. We are
left gazing out onto a dark wound. It is a descriptive image, it is an aftermath, it
is the body of the Line, once scattered into the minds and identities of America,
brought back into cohesive form as a cleared vista. Although the cut in the image
does not follow the East-West direction of the Mason-Dixon Line, this clearcut
holds all its violences and separations at the bottom of the valley.

But the Mason-Dixon Line is not the only line running through the land. In
his aptly titled book, Lines, British anthropologist Tim Ingold notes that linearity
is not an inherently dividing force; indeed lines are present everywhere in nature
and human culture. But over time, straightness has become the default for human
made lines. Ingold writes, “The hegemony of the straight line is a phenomenon
of modernity, not of culture in general” (2007, 159). The straight line divides
and conquers. It involves clearing and emptying the landscape before it, then
marking new divisions across the cleared land. This is largely a product of the
origins of the straight line as an artistic tool and philosophical object during the
Enlightenment. The Enlightenment as a philosophical movement established a
Western epistemology founded upon reason, measurement, and rational truth. In
the Enlightenment, everything can and must be explained and tested scientifically.
In opposition to the beaming glow of truth promised by science stands the
dark void of the unknown, taunting and waiting to be conquered. Filmmaker Louis
Henderson, in a conversation with the artist Filipa César, sums up this comparison
of light and dark:
[It] encapsulates perfectly the desires of the Enlightenment project of
modernity: the domination of nature through reason and intellect, the
advancement of technology and trade on a global scale, the illuminator
transparency of European Christian morality— a beacon in the dark (César
and Henderson 2018).

Henderson frames the Enlightenment as a hunger to reveal and explain, and
thereby a way to conquer the unknown. The Enlightenment accomplishes
these objectives through distance, a God’s eye view that sees and conquers all
from above (Amin 2020). There must be no stone left unturned, no region left
unmeasured. Representation must give way to calculation, magic and myth to
positivism and systemic totalitarianism. As Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno
write, “For the Enlightenment, anything which cannot be resolved into numbers,
and ultimately into one, is illusion; modern positivism consigns it to poetry. Unity
remains the watchword from Parmenides to Russell. All gods and qualities
must be destroyed” (2002, 4-5). Thus we find ourselves in the 1760s, where
the uncertainty of topographical knowledge along the frontiers of Pennsylvania
and Maryland is causing mayhem and violence. To the colonial governors at the
time, the surest solution appeared to be the creation of more “stable” knowledge
through a survey of the disputed border.

To understand the implications of the Enlightenment on the formation of the
United States, we must consider how “rational” and straight-line expansion were
necessitated upon the erasure of Indigenous peoples, and with them, Indigenous
epistemologies of the landscape. Following the scholarship of anthropologist
Keith Basso, such Indigenous modes of knowing and being are dependent on the
relationship between humans and the land through stories and wisdom. The land
offers its history and allows humans to gain knowledge by listening and learning
about what has come before them. Basso writes of his time with the Apache
people and how they seem to “drink wisdom from the stories embedded in the
landscape.” He says:
And always these people are thinking—thinking of place-centered narratives,
thinking of the ancestors who first gave them voice, and thinking of how to
apply them to circumstances in their own lives… Serene and undistracted,
they start drinking from places (in times of emergency they are said to “gulp:
from them), and soon enough, often within minutes, they have seen in their
minds what needs to be done. Wisdom has finally shown its hand (Basso
1996, 80-81).

According to Basso’s observations of the Apache, we see that Indigenous
knowledge is situated in a give and take process between the ground and the
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community. The land guides through storytelling. We find, then, a conflict between
the epistemological methods used by Indigenous peoples, which relies on a
continual interconnectedness between its inhabitants (human or otherwise), and a
Western epistemology, rooted in Enlightenment thinking and focused on invading
the landscape to create economic opportunity. These new methodologies of
interacting with the land informed new ways of seeing, dividing, and separating the
land into distinct parcels for private consumption.
The result of this violent penetration into Indigenous territory can be seen
clearly on the final map Mason and Dixon drew for their colonial commissioners
(Plate 6). The map marks out the lines surveyed, placing Pennsylvania above
and Maryland below, Delaware and its complicated tangential borders are off
to the right and labeled as the “Three Lower Counties.” Most interesting about
the map, however, is the overall lack of detail involved. Only the narrow region
surrounding the boundary line itself is mapped with any sort of care— i.e. with
roadways, buildings, and river crossings all marked. Outside of this strip, the map
remains wholly blank. It is clear from Mason’s logbook, produced between 1763
and 1768, that the survey party ventured far from the boundary multiple times,
and yet this knowledge is not included on the map. The landscape is literally
and metaphorically empty. This omission points to a deliberate clearing of the
landscape of Indigenous knowledge, existence, indeed anything that does not
further the course of empire and expansion.2 The map of the Mason-Dixon Line
lays out an empty region primed for conquest and filled with the opportunity for
wealth and meaning-making. As Martha Sandweiss puts it, “With such a blank
slate to drawn upon, it is no wonder the American future could look so bright…
Nothing would be lost, everything would be gained” (2002, 177). The implications
of this blankness are violent. Colonial settlers could move Westward with little
regard for the landscape in front of them because it did not exist. The Mason-

Scholars Denis Wood and John Fels (2008) lay out a structure for this erasure in their 2008 book
The Nature of Maps. They posit that maps are systems of propositions and equations, the most
important of which is what they call the “posting.” They write, “The most fundamental of these
cartographic propositions—this is there—establishes an equivalence between a this, a specific
instance of a preexisting conceptual type, and a there, a specific location in the cartographic sign
plane” (Wood and Fell 2008, 28). The posting system dictates that only what can be seen on the
map is understood as existing. In the case of the Mason-Dixon map, there is a dearth of postings
outside of the border region, establishing that, in the eyes of the Europeans, nothing is “there.”

2

Dixon map laid out an American frontier that effectively had no past before
occupation, only a future, their future. Settler understandings of time are also
skewed by this erasure; history only begins after the area is mapped and placed
within a Western cartesian paradigm of knowledge. This is the case laid out by the
epic survey of the Mason-Dixon Line, and its success would soon inspire further
erasures and clearings in the landscapes to the West, all the way to the Pacific
Ocean, until there was no where else to go.
In the mid-19th century, exploratory expeditions of the West routinely
brought along photographers to image the landscape they were “discovering.” But
the resulting images had less to say about what was actually there in the West, a
large Native population, and more about what could be, a world full of possibilities
and riches, full of natural wonders and devoid of hostile Indigenous peoples.
Through various forces of economy and national identity, photography became
predictive (Snyder 2002). One of the best known photographers of the western
landscape was Timothy O’Sullivan. His images were taken during a period of
technological advancement (found in wet and dry-plate photography) that allowed
for easy reproducibility. Such photographs had a strong effect on how Americans
back East viewed the newly opened West. Images such as Desert Sand Hills
near Sink of Carson, Nevada (Plate 7) depict a West empty and clear. Much of
the image is sand dunes, printed bright white so that they lose almost all texture.
Only one small and heroic carriage train makes its way through the right side of
the image, facing the open landscape. O’Sullivan and other photographers were
instrumental in shaping narratives of the West as a place where people from the
East should move to and settle in. Depictions of great natural beauty, such as
Head of Cañon de Chelle, Looking Down, Walls About 1,200 Feet in Height (Plate
8) by O’Sullivan or Carleton Watkins’ The Half Dome, 4,953 feet, Yosemite, Cal.
(Plate 9) furthered the majesty and openness of the environment. As these images
were captioned, distributed, and sold, they helped shape the narrative of the West
as an empty, unpopulated landscape safe for travel, farming, and development.
What these images of a cleared land actually depict are erasures of Indigenous
people on a massive scale. Images of Indigenous inhabitants, indeed any sign
of the land’s past, were placed into albums separate from those depicting natural
beauty: a business decision that only reinforced the silences of the mythological
West.
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In my own photography, I try to avoid interpreting the land as an empty
vessel by focusing my gaze on the symbolic marks and physical scars that
manifest themselves on the ground. Features I am particularly drawn to are the
more fluid and wandering lines present in the landscape. Ingold categorizes these
“curved” lines from “straight” lines in his taxonomy, suggesting that curved lines
are “active”; they connect and relate disparate things to one other. Curved lines
can be thought of as similar to leylines or the lines we all make behind us as we
travel through the world. While out in the field I began to shift my attention away
from straight lines, such as those in Raven’s Rock, toward more natural leylines,
such as rivers, clouds, and trails. The Pond Line, Maryland (Plate 10), is the
result of this exploration of the natural lines presented by the landscape. Across
the scum covered pond, a lingering trace of some life, a duck maybe, cuts a
wandering line of clear water, connecting the foreground to the background. There
is movement and a determined if ambiguous narrative embedded in the image.
Active lines, such as the one I photographed, speaks to my ethnographic process
of deep hanging out. They reward patiently searching the landscape for traces of
life and meaning. Every line has a story, a life, a history to tell. My search for these
lines was inspired by photographer Jan-Dirk Van der Burg’s book Desire Lines
(2011) and his study of the natural paths humans form in opposition to the trails
typically laid out by urban planners and architecture. In his photographs, Van der
Burg depicts the planned paths as measures of cold efficiency. In contrast, the
desire to wander is a way of connecting moments along the disparate paths of life.
In my work, I follow Van der Burg’s desire lines towards unforeseen stories and
encounters which uncover traces of historical lifelines across the landscape.
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Bordering
Act II: Monumentalizing the Border

Once the land has been cleared and bordered, monuments and symbols
erupt around the wound, seeking to commemorate or memorialize the bordering
process. In many ways, my work is a search for these border monuments,
markers that create the historical frontier we call the Mason-Dixon Line. Imaging
such markers is difficult, there is no wall, as there is along parts of the US-Mexico
border, and there are precious few stone monuments documenting the course
of the Line itself. Instead, the Line runs quietly and metaphorically through the
region.
I have often been asked (and continue to ask myself), “How do you know
when you are on the Mason-Dixon Line?” My usual answer is, “I don’t.” The
Mason-Dixon Line, as a border-scape, hides itself amongst the background of
everyday life. Besides the monuments that mark the line every mile, there is
very little to suggest that I am walking along a precipice of American identity. In a
sense I feel I am retracing the Line as I travel around it, connecting various trails
and points along the way, searching for silences left in the landscape. My trips
have led me to places and people that I never would have anticipated. My image,
Gas Station, Delaware/Maryland (Plate 11), is a subtle example of the invisible
power of the Mason-Dixon Line. The Line itself runs directly through the scene,
cutting across the gas station. But even in the bright light of the midday, no border
appears to stop cars on the road. In the 1820s, along that invisible line, on the very
spot I stood on, Patty Cannon and her gang captured free Blacks and escaped
slaves and sold them back over the Mason-Dixon Line, the Reverse Underground
Railroad. When they were on the run from the law, the Cannon Gang would simply
hop over the border into the next state. The boundary here is both very real for
those who are marginalized by the border, such as the Black folks stolen across
the line into servitude, and very porous for other, more dominant groups, such as
the predominantly White Cannon Gang.
In my own exploration along the Mason-Dixon Line, I asked myself
questions similar to those that the photographer An-My Lê poses in her
practice. Lê investigates the historical process of bordering through the acts of
monumentalization and re-enactment. Beginning with her work in her homeland
of Vietnam in the 1990s, Lê has investigated the friction between memory and
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reality.; we are both fascinated by the life and language of the monument. I am
drawn to how these markers control and divide the landscape, how borders
themselves are monuments, and how they establish differential perimeters
between the sacred and the profane.
Monuments play a critical role in the historical process, defining which
stories are remembered and passed on and which are left out of the narrative.
These markers are decisions, symbolizing the pieces of the past that have been
chosen as “true.” Through their prominence and longevity, they make concrete
narratives about the past and thus define identity and meaning. Monuments
delineate the frontiers of both place and time. In her most recent project,
Silent General (2015-2019), An-My Lê uses large format color photography to
investigate the complicated role monuments have to play in defining America. Lê
expands upon the creation of an American mythology by examining its surfaces
and intrinsic divisions. In Silent General, the American landscape, one that has
been shaped and re-shaped, divided and conquered, takes primary focus.

In pictures such as The Monumental Task Committee Press Conference
with Demonstration by Descendants of General P.G.T. Beauregard, New Orleans,
2017 (Plate 12), the landscape becomes a gathering place for debate and
disagreement over the history it holds. Press cameras and spectators seem to
face off against protestors holding small American flags. In the background is the
monument in question, a statue of the Confederate General P.G.T. Beauregard,
standing on its plinth. There is energy in this image, a tense and hectic energy
emanating from the people in the frame. The divisions are laid out expressly
if ambiguously. Two lines of people stare back at each other, modern media
weapons such as television cameras and cell phones at the ready. There is a
sense in the image that history is being transformed (some would say changed
or erased) through combat, the winner able to declare a definitive history of the
United States.
The General Beauregard monument, sculpted by Alexander Doyle and
unveiled to the public in 1915, appears multiple times through Lê’s project as
we witness its controversial transformation from a centerpiece of New Orleans
to its removal and its relocation to an anonymous storage shed. The way Lê
photographs monuments points to their role as near permanent yet heavily
contested markers of the construction of history. As objects cut from sturdy
materials such as metal and stone, monuments are a way of solidifying a story, of

declaring a truth. But in the wake of the debates over the removal and destruction
of monuments to the Confederacy, the role these structures of memory play is in
question.
Another artist who explores the bordered use of the past is the British
photographer Paul Graham. His photobook New Europe (1993) investigates
Europe’s reckoning with, and reimagining of, the continent’s violent past.
Graham’s photographs are a masterful use of the lyrical documentary tradition.
More so than other contemporary photography books, New Europe takes on the
appearance of a visual poem. Every image has its specific historical reference,
such as Nazism, the Franco regime, or the Troubles in Ireland, but they also work
in concert to present a vision of Europe plagued by anxiety. Graham took the
images for this book in the late 1980s and early 1990s, as the European Union,
a radically new type of organizing body, was coming into being. Evident on the
face of every young person in Graham’s images is a fear that the past might come
back to haunt the future. Take the image of spit on Francisco Franco’s grave (Plate
13), which shows the ritualistic reburial of Franco and the past that he represents.
Or the image of an erased Hitler (Plate 14) coming in-between an image of the
beer hall he used to hang out in and a container of blood remover. The individual
images become poetry when placed together. This is the power of the lyrical—to
develop a depiction of the world that does not aim to produce a totalizing history
but that responds to history by having subjective, real-time interactions with the
world it hopes to depict.
A crucial part of understanding the effects produced by Graham’s practice
is by looking to his framing devices. His book of images comes without any
expository explanation. It can describe, in a very droll way, what is in front of the
camera, but it never explains what it means. Critically, these explanations come
from the connections and flow between images, connections that the viewer
must put together themselves, thereby (re)creating a narrative, a small scale
reenactment of the historical process. Although Graham does not deal explicitly
with historical re-enactors, his subjects often seem to be playing characters.
Images early in the book of young people out dancing (Plate 15) or shooting drugs
(Plate 16) contrast with a woman towards the end of the sequence, looking out
the window with an expression that suggests she in in pain, or that she does not
like what she sees (Plate 17). What does she see or know that the youth in other
images do not? Has the weight of historical reflection, heavier with each passing

25

image in the book, finally made her stop and ponder the power of the stories we
tell about ourselves?
During my first summer making images for this thesis, I found myself at
the Mason-Dixon Fair and I discovered that it offered similar reflections on the
connections between past and present. I was fascinated by the surface of things
there, by the texture of the interior of a rock climbing wall (Plate 18) and the way
a castle fun house mirror absorbed the sunset. I photographed a canvas tent and
its plastic window looked out onto nothing and the flash made the interior bright,
nearly impenetrably white (Plate 19). Before every dirt bike race they played the
national anthem. During the song, the brawny old white guy that called himself
“Ole Boy” knelt in the mud, his American flag hat matching the bunting on the
fences. Ole Boy signaled the start of each race and helped the younger racers
get into position. When I talked to him between heats he held court on the current
political state of America, saying that we (it was never specified who Ole Boy’s
“we” is, but it felt inclusive, that I am the part of the “we”) are under attack and that
he has never been more angry about the direction the country is going in. He said
working class people like himself don’t get a fair shake. He said things that made
me scared. When I went to take a picture of him, he insisted on showing me his
tattoo, “Ole Boy.” I photographed him using a chalk wheel to draw a white line in
the dirt, dragging the small tool behind him, like he was making marks on the land
that separate and delineate.

Images such as Ole Boy Drawing the Line, Pennsylvania (Plate 20) or Gas
Station, Delaware/Maryland speak to the intangibility of the Line and its powerful
role as a very real marker of distinction. Is the line in the dirt the Mason-Dixon Line
reembodied? In creating cultural, racial, and historical divisions and separations,
the Mason-Dixon Line has subsumed its physical form as a border space and has
become an historical symbol of America’s ongoing identity crisis. No longer does
the Line only work to physically separate two states. It now separates the land’s
inhabitants into imagined communities. As Paul Graham suggests with his work
on the rise of the European Union, such communities are defined by how they
reckon with history, how individuals create their own borders around them. Similar
to Graham, my work is an attempt to cross these often porous border in order to
seek connections, personal or otherwise, where often none appear.
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Othering

It was July 4th, 2021, and the Battle of Gettysburg was set to rage later
that afternoon. After I entered the re-enactment, I wandered around the merchant
area where living historians come and set up their wares: a reporter here, map
maker there, undertaker over there (nobody seemed much interested in talking
to him). I had my 8x10 camera locked to my wooden tripod and slung over
my shoulder, its weight pressing into my skin. I almost looked the part of a reenactor myself, and I am surprised there was no 19th century photography exhibit
among the various spectacles. Just as I was about to give up on finding anything
interesting and turn back to set up for the battle I wandered to the far edge of the
meadow, where the tents were a little sparser and the early morning visitors had
not yet reached. There I found an older Black man in overalls setting up a tent of
paintings and posters (he wouldn’t tell me his name). On further inspection, all of
his images celebrated the Confederate General Nathan Bedford Forrest, who later
became the first leader of the Ku Klux Klan. Signs around the paintings promoted
debunked “facts” about Forrest: that he was good to his slaves, for instance, and
that his slaves were loyal to him in return; that the Civil War was not fought over
slavery at all; that Black people fought for the Confederacy in huge numbers; and
that this part of American history was being erased. As people came around to his
tent, they began to give him confused looks and nobody much wanted to hear him
speak his piece about the Civil War. I also felt uncomfortable around his tent and I
did not know how to begin a conversation with him.
I mustered up the courage and asked if I could take his portrait and,
although he was frenetically hurrying to finish setting up his booth, he agreed to
sit for me. But I could sense his impatience; he wanted me gone. While I set up
the slow and cumbersome 8x10 camera he told me his story. How he started as
a drug dealer and hustler from New York City. How he went to prison and turned
to art. And finally how he had come to believe that the more liberal policies of the
North (as well as the contemporary Democratic Party) were harmful to Black folks.
He moved to the South and became a staunch supporter of the Lost Cause (the
notion that the Civil War was a just war fought for Southern freedom) and the idea
that Black people would have been better off if the Confederacy had won the war. I
was confused and appalled by his words and beliefs. Eventually I settled him in to
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the frame and made the picture. I asked him to hold still for a second frame but he
was up and moving about, trying to sell another visitor a painting.
The result of this encounter is the image Black Confederate, Pennsylvania
(Plate 21). The man is centered on a horizontal frame, his presence emphasized
by the shallow depth of field afforded by the view camera. There are canvases and
paintings in the background, frames for history to jump in and out of. But my eyes
keep going back to the small grey hat resting on the man’s head, emphasized
by the middle grey tonal range of the black and white image. It is the hat of the
Confederacy, “the wrong color” so to speak. It grabs me and I cannot look away.
It holds everything, all the narratives and contradictions and histories, a heavy
weight indeed. The man’s eyes look off to the left of the frame and I cannot help
but try and see both some uncertainty and some inner truth in his expression. This
is the power of the view camera, it slows down the encounter so that the subject
becomes aware of themselves. I find this particularly interesting in the context
of re-enactment, where the embodiment of different times and spaces, often
specific characters, is critical to painting a picture of “authenticity.”3 This portrait,
for me, captures the paradoxical and unarguable power Whiteness plays in the
long process of historical reckoning, as a way of continually rewriting narratives
and strengthening borders for oppressive ends. This portrait, in its simplicity and,
simultaneously, its sensationalism, speaks to the contemporary divides in the
United States and how those divides can create identity and community through
“Otherings.”
The next day, I woke up late so that the sun was already high in the sky,
baking me in my tent. By the time I packed up my gear and began driving it was
already the afternoon, the day soon to be wasted. Down by the river there was an
old canal, the Chesapeake and Ohio. It was dry and it ran parallel to the flow of
water not twenty feet away. The National Park Service had turned the canal into
a trail for walking and biking. I made my way down a wooded hill to get to the trail
and found no inspiration, only a short beachfront with some people cooling off in
the water. That day I was too nervous to ask for a picture, too in my own head.
Instead I sat in the car to cool off. It had been a frustrating day. I felt defeated and
questions started to arise. Why am I out here? What am I looking for? My trust in
the ethnographic process was fraying thin and I felt like I was forcing something to
happen.
For more on authenticity in historical reenactment, see Enacting History (2011), edited by Scott
Magelssen and Rhona Justice-Malloy.
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I decided to drive back through Boonsboro, Maryland, one of the places that
feels well and truly of the South. The roads cut through thick woods and mountains
and around every turn there was a small farm or house set back a ways. Outside
of the small historical towns that dot the landscape, this area of Maryland was very
sparsely populated. I spent the afternoon aimlessly driving the back roads, turning
left and right, dictated by impulse. Near South Mountain, where a small but vicious
Civil War battle was fought, I made a right turn around a small rock cliff. The road
was carved out of the side of the mountain, but after all these years all the dirt and
rocks and trees and asphalt flowed seamlessly into one another. History seemed
to bury and hide itself here, there was not much to see unless you went to the
Washington Monument, a stone tower that looks nothing like the more famous
obelisk in Washington, D.C. As the right-hand turn straightened out, a small sign
by the side of the road caught my eye. “Taxidermy” it read, with an arrow pointing
up a hill along a dirt driveway. No further explanation. I followed my impulse, and
took my car up the hill.
A small clearing in the trees sat at the end of the drive, and in the clearing
I saw a small decrepit house that was clearly my destination. I parked and tried
knocking on the door. I knocked once, then twice, waiting with more nervousness
than I had felt in a long while. This was one of my first encounters randomly
knocking on somebody’s door. I was nervous that nothing would happen, that this
would be the final touches to a lost day.
As a photographer, my subjects are often found when a trail leads me to
them, but following this trail takes patience. After twenty-or-so minutes of waiting,
the door opened. A tall large-set white man, shirtless and with a great beer gut,
stared down at me from behind the thin screen door. There was an open gash
on his left arm, and he was missing most of his front teeth. Is this my worst
nightmare?—I remember thinking to myself. What am I doing knocking on this
man’s door? I told him that I followed his sign, and that I was interested in taking
some pictures of him and his taxidermy work. He pointed to a spot behind his
house and told me to meet him at the door to his basement.
The man’s name was Dennis and he let me into his basement taxidermy
studio. The wallpaper looked like the woods outside in their fall colors and along
the walls there were fish gliding through the air, small birds in imitative flight, and
squirrels ready to flee at the smallest sound. To the left there was a small bar
table and chairs, a few shot glasses scattered about. I noticed the Confederate
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flag on a few of them. On the other side of the room there was a display of large
taxidermy. Two deer stood facing me, only a couch separated my life from theirs.
In the corner a large, seven-foot tall black bear stood on its hind legs. After some
prodding, Dennis genuinely seemed interested in sharing the secrets of taxidermy
with me. Recently retired after forty years of working as a professional, he worked
on small projects just for fun. He showed me a catalog of the different pose
mannequins, of the different eyes, scales, claws, and teeth one can buy to use for
taxidermy. It was the largest book I had ever seen. Lion teeth, horse hair, giraffe
eyes, tiger claws, down to guinea pig noses. For Dennis, making taxidermy was
making art, and when he told me that, I felt like we understood something about
each other. He showed me the scraping and bleaching room, where he scrapes
the flesh off of the animal skin before cleaning it. I couldn’t help but imagine the
blood running on the white tile floor.
Finally he sat for a portrait. The light from the glass door was soft and
cold from the blue afternoon sky. It was dark in the room and I was afraid I might
underexpose the image. I took two frames. In the image, Taxidermist, Maryland
(Plate 22) Dennis sits on a bar stool and looks directly into the camera. The soft
light makes his skin glow and exposes all his scars. In the background more busts
and skulls are mounted on the wall, It appears as if their eyes are also staring into
the lens, as if they were questioning my presence. The portrait depicts Dennis on
a surface level, the Dennis I thought I was going to encounter when he opened
the door: an older White man from the South, easily depicted as hateful and
problematic. The lonely artist I met in the basement, surrounded by his own work,
is not visible. In reality, I think Dennis is some combination of these two extremes,
with a lot of middle ground to boot. There is so much the portrait cannot tell us.
When I look at this image now, I feel guilty that I have not done Dennis
justice. My camera has not shown him the same kindness he showed me.
Through my usual portrait practice, I have made an image of Dennis as an “Other.”
In some ways, this is an inevitable result of portrait making. It is impossible for a
photograph to capture the wholeness of a person. But still, I sense the inevitable
borders viewers will put up around this portrait of Dennis. They have already
defined him.

In recent scholarly work, the boundary is no longer seen as a geodetically
or physically defined line. Instead, boundaries are theorized as a praxis, as
operational ways of being that enforce or contest separations through social rituals
of affirmation and destruction. Anthony Cooper speaks of this practice, writing,
“Put simply, this ‘bordering turn’ in border studies recaps borders as dynamic
and reflexive spaces in their own right rather than as simply pre-given ‘lines in
the sand’” (Cooper 2020, 17). This partially shifts the focus away from singular
identifying entities, such as the modern nation-state, and emphasizes the role
of the local and the human in the construction and reinforcement of borders (N.
Parker 2020). These structures create meaning and identity amongst a specific
group based on shared understandings and definitions of an us and an Other. One
way to go about creating these rituals and reinforcing these ideological boundaries
is through the construction of historical narratives.
As we choose what accounts get remembered (through monuments
and story-telling and the preservation of historic landscapes), others fall by the
wayside, becoming little more than a local legend or a forgotten moment. In
his 1986 book Silencing the Past, Michel-Rolph Trouillot lays out how history
is constructed by way of silences. “Silences,” he writes, “enter the process of
historical production at four crucial moments: the moment of fact creation (the
making of sources); the moment of fact assembly (the making of archives);
the moment of fact retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment of
retrospective significance (the making of history in the final instance)” (1986, 26).
Trouillot’s process fits perfectly on top of the praxis of bordering. The historical
process acts almost as a border itself, separating out stories that define the
group’s identity from those (silenced narratives) that are left behind. The notion of
the frontier, or borderlands, creates a strong foundation for understanding how the
past is used, manipulated, and preserved to create a collective sense of self. The
creation of such collectively imagined stories is often rooted in the creation of a
sort of Other, a profane, a forgotten, that is left on the other side of the boundary of
history. (Anderson 1983).
But what is an Other? I find this question frustratingly difficult as I make
photographs of white communities that, in many instances, have been exceedingly
well-defined, through exclusion, for decades or centuries. I cannot help but think
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that my images, the very act of photographing, creates an Other through the
camera. I feel myself inflicting the same violences the Line created, following in
the footsteps of surveyors before me. Especially as I make my way out West,
towards the end of the Mason-Dixon Line, I become conscious of the stereotypes
that can creep into my images. A great deal of photographic work has been done
on the White working class in Appalachia, much of it with a disdain towards the
subjects. But two photographers, Susan Lipper and Bryan Schutmaat, have been
a helpful guide as I navigate a practice of lyrical documentary photography that
walks a line between critique and understanding.
The work of Susan Lipper, in particular her seminal 1994 book Grapevine,
can be interpreted in many different ways. When I first read her work I considered
it a tightly woven visual ethnography of a small community in the mountains of
West Virginia. Her images spoke to the daily existence in Grapevine, the small
victories and losses. They painted a world full to life with characters sympathetic
and worrying. I sensed, through the pictures as well as the epilogue text at the
rear of the book, that Lipper was balancing a critique of this community with a
personal connection that I aspired to. Images such as Untitled (Plate 23) depict
this tension, as a masked and camouflaged man watches a tire burning in the
snow. His anonymity creates alarm for me as I relate the figure to numerous far
right militia groups in the United States. But the way his head is turned to the side
speaks to a deep seated curiosity. My read on the figure becomes increasingly
complex until I can no longer see this scene as anything but a normal community
occurrence. There are dark hints of critique in Grapevine, but they are cut through
with an intimacy that any anthropologist would envy.
However, in my conversation with Lipper about her pictures, I learned about
other interpretations that could be made of her work that, in my own reading, I did
not anticipate. Lipper herself reads the pictures in Grapevine as part of a triptych
with her projects trip and Domesticated Land. In Grapevine, Lipper explains that
she had finally found a place where she was comfortable making images about
femininity in the landscape. But what struck me about Lipper’s approach, originally
much more formal and focused than the ranging ethnography the book became,
is an emphasis on a process very similar to my methodology of deep hanging out.
As Lipper, who is from New York City, traveled the country, she was searching
for a place that felt safe. Lipper’s comfort in the community she found, fishing
and drinking and cooking and getting ready to go out, provided a closeness that

only the methodology of being can create in photography. She speaks not from
preconceived notions, but from her experiences.
Another photographer exploring the liminal space between anthropological
critique and emotional, romantic depiction is Bryan Schutmaat. In his oeuvre,
particularly the books Grays the Mountain Sends and Good Goddamn, Schutmaat
turns his lens on white masculinity in the West, depicting the men in his images
with a tenderness that humanizes the subject. But whereas Lipper embeds herself
in a single site to photograph, Schutmaat is a wanderer not unlike myself. His
portraits in Grays the Mountain Sends find men in various places: bars, homes,
the side of the road. Schutmaat depicts his subjects at their most vulnerable.

Dave (Plate 24) is a great example of the penetrating isolation and
melancholy affect that is present in many of Schutmaat’s portraits. In typical
fashion, the subject is framed very tightly, only chest up. Seated in an old chair
and dressed in a tattered grey pullover, the subject looks off to the side of the
frame. The lighting suggests this man has been watching television alone.
When I see this image I cannot help but feel a surge of empathy for the subject.
As depicted, he lives a life, alone and bored, that would bring existential ennui
to anyone. This is a romantic image that brings emotion to the subject-viewer
relationship. In contrast to Lipper, the portraits in Grays the Mountain Sends trend
in this romantic direction. There is an emphasis on the relationship between the
land and its inhabitants, the emptiness that pervades it all. In my conversations
with Schutmaat, he emphasized the need for empathy and understanding when
dealing with portraiture, particularly those who have been stereotyped or are less
well off. Such understanding, while staying this side of the romantic border, is what
I aspire to improve upon in my future portrait endeavors.
One of the comments I have received about the images that comprise
Mason & Dixon is that they seem out of time, “time-less,” some have said. They
certainly do not seem to exist in the present day, as there are few visual cues that
tell the viewer these pictures were made in the 2020s. However, I believe that
such timelessness is not a flaw. In Pynchon’s Mason & Dixon, time is elastic and
amorphous. Characters, objects, and symbols may operate in multiple points in
time simultaneously. Like Pynchon,4 my photographs are full of anachronisms
from the past bleeding into the present. The Civil War re-enactors are the most
visceral example, but anachronism can also be found in portraits such as Kim,
For more on anachronism in Thomas Pynchon’s Mason & Dixon, see Samuel Cohen’s 2002 article titled, “‘Mason & Dixon’ & the Ampersand.”
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Pennsylvania, 2021, (Plate 25) which is set in a wet plate collodion photography
studio. Kim, herself a wet plate photographer, sits in the chair her subjects
normally sit in. The background contains old columns and drapes that perfectly
frame Kim, while her apron hints at her working class occupation. Neither the
historical background or her outfit suggest a moment in the 21st century.
In fact, many of the anachronisms in my work are formed by references to
photographic history. In Kim I am quoting the history of 19th century portraiture
through the setting and the posing. In Woman and Child, Pennsylvania (Plate
26), the most immediate referent, through the posing and the emphasis on the
female subject with her child, is Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother (Plate 27).
Despite all these direct references, the image of mine that best encapsulates the
temporal rifts caused by the use of anachronism has to be Battle, Pennsylvania,
(Plate 28). In this image, one of the more visually complex I have made so far, the
porous boundary between past and present is on full display. People abound in
this image, many with cameras or cell phones, all watching an unseen spectacle
unfold before them. But amidst the many layers of spectators there appears a
group dressed in Civil War costume, marching into battle. They are from a different
century, or is it this century? In this image we enter into the rupture in time defined
by anachronism. We can see the recursive moment, the same stories told again
and again, always subtly changing, in the past, the present, and into the future.
My interactions with Dennis the taxidermist and other subjects reveal the
delicate balancing act I often find myself in along the Mason-Dixon Line. I am
continually asking how I can avoid falling into the easy “Othering” that has become
so commonplace, that the Mason-Dixon Line embodies. It helps to return to
James Clifford’s notion of deep hanging out and Geertz’s related idea of others
(lowercase, no quotations). Together they create a guide for photographing in the
lyrical documentary style, but they also help me make honest portraits of those
I may not agree with, or even those people I may initially reject. But going too
far in the other direction is possible as well, and empathy can quickly become
a romanticized vision of poor, white, rural life. How can I photograph without
engaging in Othering myself?
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Conclusion

This project began when I read a book. That book led me to grapple with
fundamental human questions of identity. How do we distinguish ourselves from
others through the use of borders? How do we transform and interpret a collective
past into an active present? These questions continuously arose in Thomas
Pynchon’s writing and they formed the basis for the pseudo-historical world he
built. By following in his wake, I have attempted to build my own world through
pictures and experiences. But this world is limited by what is in front of my lens.
The border of the Mason-Dixon Line not only cuts through this world, it encircles it,
defining the community I am investigating and constructing.
As I have been working for the past two years, questions arose that I
could not completely answer. Questions about my subjectivity and position as
a photographer, about what paradigms my pictures might reinforce, about how
portraits, any picture really, can provide a small glimpse into someone’s life.
Mason & Dixon, as a series of images, does not hold the key to these questions.
Indeed, I may never find a satisfactory answer. But as I reckon with the pictures I
made, and imagine the ones yet to come, I have a new respect for the process of
investigating these fundamental questions. Futile though it may be, it is a worthy
endeavor.
The notion of the border/frontier/boundary is critical to understanding what
this thesis is about. In so many ways in my photography I have tried to locate,
survey, follow, destroy, collapse, and reinforce what a border is. It is physical and
ephemeral, metaphorical and legal, simultaneously everywhere and nowhere. In
the end, I have photographed only my Mason-Dixon Line, rife with subjectivity and
implicit biases. But it is important in this project to acknowledge these biases, that
they happen when I am out in the field photographing, when I come back and edit
the results, and when viewers encounter the work on a wall or in a book. Piecing
together meaning, through the morass of subjectivities, between disparate images
and objects, is fundamental to the notion of the lyrical documentary I am invoking.
The photographs I make can only act as a starting point for an implied narrative.
We all construct the Mason-Dixon Line when we look at the pictures in this project.
The Line is all around us, continuously contributing to an uneasy sense of where
we have been, where we are, and where we are headed.
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Plate 1: Kristine Potter, Untitled, 2018

Plate 2: Vanessa Winship, Untitled, 2013

Plate 3: Drew Leventhal, Enola, Delaware, 2022

Plate 4: The borderland spectrum as structured by
Bradley Parker (2006)

Plate 5: Drew Leventhal, Raven’s Rock, West Virginia, 2021

Plate 6: Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon, Final Map Drawn for
the Colonial Commissioners, 1768

Plate 7: Timothy O’Sullivan, Desert Sand Hills near Sink of Carson,
Nevada, 1867

Plate 8: Timothy O’Sullivan, Head of Cañon de Chelle, Looking
Down, Walls About 1,200 Feet in Height, 1873

Plate 9: Carleton Watkins, The Half Dome, 4,953 feet, Yosemite,
Cal., 1865-1872

Plate 10: Drew Leventhal, Pond Line, Maryland, 2021

Plate 11: Drew Leventhal, Gas Station, Delaware/Maryland, 2021

Plate 12: An-My Lê, The Monumental Task Committee Press Conference and Demonstration by Descendants of General P.G.T
Beauregard, New Orleans, Louisiana, 2017

Plate 13: Paul Graham, Spit on Franco’s Grave, 1986-1992

Plate 14: Paul Graham, Erased Hitler, 1986-1992

Plate 15: Paul Graham, Dancing, 1986-1992

Plate 16: Paul Graham, Shooting Up, 1986-1992

Plate 17: Paul Graham, Woman, 1986-1992

Plate 18: Drew Leventhal, County Fair, Pennsylvania, 2021

Plate 19: Drew Leventhal, County Fair Tent, Pennsylvania,
2021

Plate 20: Drew Leventhal, Ole Boy Drawing the Line,
Pennsylvania, 2021

Plate 21: Drew Leventhal, Black Confederate, Pennsylvania, 2021

Plate 22: Drew Leventhal, Taxidermist, Maryland, 2021

Plate 23: Susan Lipper, Untitled, 1988-1992

Plate 24: Bryan Schutmaat, Dave, 2013

Plate 25: Drew Leventhal, Kim, Pennsylvania, 2020

Plate 26: Drew Leventhal, Woman and Child, Pennsylvania,
2021

Plate 27: Dorothea Lange, Migrant Mother, 1936

Plate 28: Drew Leventhal, Battle, Pennsylvania, 2021

